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PRAISE FOR JUST A TASTE


‘Fun, fresh and always sexy – Anise Starre knows romance’

Hannah Grace

‘This flirty, slow burn romance is filled with fabulous banter and holiday charm. Just a Taste has everything I look for in a holiday story. It’s easy to root for Alex and Noelle to find their happily ever after’

Farrah Rochon

‘Anise has a magnetic, tender and butterfly inducing way of writing. Just a Taste gave me all the feels her last books did; giggling, kicking your feet and stuffing your face into your pillow type of romance’

Soraya Nadia Bouazzaoui

‘I burned through these pages for the hot kitchen scenes and the cold nights, and to watch how love can thaw an icy heart and an icy room’

Joya Goffney

‘The perfect cosy Christmas read – getting snowed-in never tasted so sweet!! I adore getting swept up in Anise Starre’s swoony stories’

Lizzie Huxley-Jones

‘Just a Taste serves the perfect blend of sizzling slow burn romance and deliciously witty banter in this sweet, cosy holiday romance. I devoured it and adored every page!’

Chloe Liese

‘Just a Taste was delightful from page one. Though this is my first book by Anise Starre, it won’t be my last’

Tif Marcelo

‘Trapped in a mansion, in a snowstorm, with a full pantry and sexual chemistry bouncing off the walls… sign me up! Just a Taste is the perfect read to snuggle down with when it’s cold outside. Noelle and Alex’s sweet and spicy romance warmed the cockles of my heart’

Jenny Bayliss

‘Starre combines the sexiness of a wealthy man and the aphrodisiac of delicious food in a way that will have even the Grinch’s cold heart melting. Hoxton and Noelle are enemies with a chemistry that could light up a whole Christmas tree farm, and I was hooked for every page. It’s the perfect romp in the snow this holiday season’

Allie Samberts

‘Anise Starre serves up the perfect blend of forced proximity, slow burn steam and delicious enemies-to-lovers banter. I devoured every page – just don’t read hungry’

Camilla Isley

‘Just a Taste is a wonderfully charming and cosy romance that’ll coax you into the holiday spirit (no matter how grumpy you may be)’

Deanna Grey

‘Anise Starre’s warm, witty writing makes Just a Taste the perfect holiday romance, as sweet and cosy as a cup of tea on a snowy winter day. Noelle and Alex’s love story could make the Grinch-iest sceptic’s heart grow three sizes!’

Kaitlyn Hill

‘Just a Taste is the perfect antidote to a cold winter’s night: warm, comforting and joyful! Bonus points for making me crave delicious food. Noelle is a Christmas delight!’

Jamie Wesley

‘Just a Taste is so much more than a taste. It’s the entire delicious meal, one I thoroughly enjoyed. He and Noelle are wonderful in this grumpy/sunshine slow burn romance, and I can’t wait for Anise’s next book!’

Beverley Kendall
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To everyone who loves, celebrates and looks forward to Christmas with a smile… and also for anyone who despises it.

May this book warm your heart – if not your frosty outlook on the season ;)
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TWO YEARS EARLIER Noelle

The vegetables are burnt.

In quick succession, my heart leaps into my throat then sinks to the bottom of my stomach as I yank open the oven door. Thick, dark smoke wafts out of it and that unmistakable, charcoal-like burning smell invades my senses.

Shit.

They’re not just burnt. They’re utterly unsalvageable.

‘Who was supposed to be keeping an eye on the veggies?’ I call as I pull on my oven mitts and yank the tray out. There had been rows and rows of perfectly sliced carrots and parsnips on the tray just two hours ago. Now it’s just one blackened rectangle. I swallow down a sob.

‘Uh,’ says Jamie, barely lifting his head to spare a glance in my direction. He’s been ‘working’ on the same dish – the cranberry sauce of all things – since he arrived this morning. ‘Pretty sure veggies were on you.’

‘No,’ I grit out. ‘They most definitely were not on me.’ I stride across the kitchen and toss the remains into the bin. ‘The pheasant was on me. The lamb was on me. The potatoes were on me. The scallops were on me. The gravy was on me. The Brussels sprouts were on me—’

‘And, last time I checked, Brussels sprouts are a vegetable,’ Will cuts in with a smirk. He’s over at his station kneading a giant bowl of stuffing into precise little balls. ‘Like Jamie said, veggies were on you.’

It’s an unfortunate testament to how used to this kind of behaviour I am, that I don’t turn around and march out of the kitchen, middle fingers held high. Though it is getting more and more tempting.

You’re a professional, I remind myself as I pull out a fresh bag of carrots from the fridge. Don’t sink to their level.

Sometimes, being the bigger person really sucks. If Eve, my twin sister, were here, she wouldn’t have thought twice about tossing the tray straight at their heads. A smile tugs at my lips as I lean into the daydream of smacking both my annoying co-workers with a tray of burnt vegetables.

It wasn’t always like this.

When I first started at The Avalon, a four-star restaurant attached to one of the city’s most luxurious hotels, I would have bet good money that nothing could douse the excitement I felt for the job. I’d spent years working in kitchens that should never have passed the health inspection; they were grimy, cramped spaces with unimaginative menus and the only thing more filthy than the floors was the attitudes of my fellow co-workers.

Food standards, who?

Health and safety, where?

That, and the fact that they barely paid minimum wage, has left me feeling like a cog in a relentless, greasy machine. I’m just another line chef in a sweat-soaked kitchen where the stench of old oil clings to my rapidly yellowing uniform and the closest thing to a break I ever get is a five-minute respite in a grimy staff room that smells like cigarettes and burnt coffee.

In short, my current career status is most definitely not what I spent thousands of pounds on culinary school for.

But working at The Avalon was supposed to be different. Here, the walls were pristine, the countertops gleamed like polished silver, the air smelled like fresh food instead of stale cigarettes, and the staff had a level of professionalism I’d never seen before.

It was like a dream come true.

Until it wasn’t.

The decline snuck up on me so gradually, it’s hard to pinpoint the exact moment things started to fall apart. All I know is that, in the last six months, we’ve gone from a team of eight to three, and Will and Jamie have lost any kind of enthusiasm and commitment for the job. They’re like ghosts floating through the kitchen. Anything and everything they can push on me, they do.

And I let them.

I let them because I genuinely love cooking. I love the way the ingredients come together to create something magical. I love seeing a table of full, satisfied customers and knowing that I did that. Me. Something I made. Nothing beats that feeling.

And Will and Jamie know that about me. They know I’ll never say no and let the kitchen fall into chaos, because cooking is my passion. I’m the one who comes in early every morning to prep for the day, even though we’re supposed to be on a rota. I’m the one who stays late every evening to clean up and make sure we don’t lose our perfect health rating. I’m the one who meets with Gareth, the restaurant manager, to fine-tune the seasonal menu every three months. They know it all. They know I’ll always be there, picking up the slack and putting in the extra hours.

‘Not for long!’

Eve’s sing-song voice trills in my mind as I place the newly sliced carrots into an oven tray and reach for the parsnips. She’s the constant recipient of all my work-related woes and her advice hasn’t wavered even once over the last three years:


‘Quit and start your own restaurant.’

I wish it were that easy.

If it were only about passion and dedication, I’d have started up my own place years ago. But there is a mountain of obstacles standing in the way, and each one is more daunting than the last.

First, there’s the financial aspect. My savings are embarrassing at best, dire at worst, and it doesn’t look like that will change any time soon.

Then there’s the location. Finding the right spot is crucial. It has to be accessible, attractive and affordable. I’ve seen the wrong location doom a restaurant before it’s even opened its doors.

And that’s not even thinking about all the—

‘Excuses.’

The Eve in my mind cuts me off, rolling her eyes exactly as I know she would if she were standing right in front of me. ‘You can have all the excuses in the world, Noelle. Sometimes you just have to take the plunge.’

I shake my head, ridding myself of the vision of my disappointed-looking sister, and refocus on the task at hand. Outside the double wide doors, I can hear the faint sound of a live band playing a jazzy rendition of ‘Jingle Bells’. Even for a place like The Avalon, tonight is fancy fancy. I don’t know exactly who we have dining with us tonight – all I know is that they paid enough to book out the restaurant for just their relatively small party of ten for a decadent Christmas meal.

I’m no stranger to the insanely rich and famous descending on The Avalon, but tonight feels different. When I poked my head out earlier, the wait staff were setting out gold-plated cutlery on the large table that cuts across the middle of the room, and even Gareth has been more twitchy and overbearing than usual, paying actual attention to the menu I suggested for tonight. Usually, our quarterly meetings consist of me shoving a painstakingly researched seasonal menu – complete with a list of local suppliers – under his nose, and him simply grunting before signing off on it and leaving me to do what I do best. Not that I’m complaining; I work best when I’m left to do my job, and I’d expected the same for tonight’s meal, but he’d actually been moderately helpful – although a shadow of the restaurant manager he once was – and we pulled together a menu I’m actually proud of:


Appetisers and Starters

Truffle-infused caviar blinis served with a delicate dollop of crème fraiche and microgreens

Wild mushroom and black truffle soup topped with a drizzle of truffle oil and a sprinkle of chive blossoms

Mains

Pan-seared scallops accompanied by a cauliflower purée and a champagne butter sauce

Roast pheasant with a cranberry glaze served with a thyme-infused bread pudding, stuffing and Brussels sprouts

Herb-crusted rack of lamb accompanied with a side of garlic mashed potatoes, and roasted root vegetables

Desserts

A golden Christmas pudding flambéed tableside with brandy and served with a rich custard sauce

A selection of artisanal British cheese featuring Stilton, Cornish brie, aged cheddar, and served with quince jelly and artisan crackers



Definitely a little fancier than the massive meal I’ll be preparing with my grandmother at our annual family Christmas get-together in two days, but it’s the first time in what feels like years that I’ve been able to get this creative with a menu and I’m practically bouncing at the thought of getting it in front of our guests.

At least, I was. The excitement I felt this morning when I entered the kitchen has been snuffed out, replaced by a gnawing sense of irritation and anxiety as I lay the newly sliced carrots on the tray and reach for the parsnips.

‘Focus, Noelle,’ I murmur to myself, shaking my head. I try to force my mind to zero in on the task at hand, pushing away any lingering murderous thoughts towards my two co-workers. Instead, I picture the plates being sent out – vibrant, colourful, delicious, the kind of food that can’t help but put you in the Christmas spirit.

‘Hey, Noelle?’ Jamie’s voice breaks though my concentration. ‘You need a hand with anything?’

I look up and see immediately that his show of camaraderie is laced with hostility. What a dickhead. ‘Just make sure the cranberry sauce comes out well,’ I snap back through gritted teeth.

Jamie gives me a mock salute and for the second time in less than an hour – surely this must be a world record – I conquer the urge to fling a metal tray at my co-worker’s head.



‘Everything ready?’ Gareth glides into the kitchen, wringing his hands and nervously looking around. The wait staff for tonight file in after him, all dressed in perfectly pressed and neat uniforms. ‘The guests have all arrived and they’re ready for their appetisers.’

I open my mouth but Will cuts across me and says smoothly, ‘We’re good to go, boss.’


Gareth smiles at him. ‘Thank you, Will.’

Thank you, Will.

Thank you to the man who has done nothing but roll stuffing into – admittedly perfect – little balls for the last five hours? I’m not even entirely sure how he’s managed to stretch out the task for that long.

My eye twitches and I swear I’m about five seconds away from short-circuiting.

You’re a professional, I remind myself for what has to be the umpteenth time today. Just keep it moving. You’ll be finished soon.

The light at the end of this tunnel is knowing that by the end of tonight, I’ll be making my way to my grandmother’s house, ready to settle in for a week of nothing but (mostly) good-natured family arguments, delicious food and Christmas cheer.

Just a few more hours to go.

‘Let’s go then,’ says Gareth. He nods to the wait staff and they immediately snap into action. I step aside and watch as they started loading up the first round of dishes – the truffle caviar blinis – to present them to our guests. There’s always something about the first time someone eats a meal I’ve made that sends a jolt of adrenaline buzzing through my veins.

I know I’ve got things to be finishing off, but I can’t help myself. I slip over towards the doors that lead to the dining area and peek out. The music from the live band and the laughter from the guests intermingle as the sound spills into the kitchen and my heart skips a beat as I catch a glimpse of our guests for the evening.

I don’t recognise any of the laughing men and women sitting around the table, but there’s an unmistakable energy to them. It’s almost like there’s an electric kind of magnetism radiating from the room. The men are wearing sleek, expensive-looking suits as they laugh boisterously and down glass after glass of champagne, and the women are decked out in elegant gowns and glistening jewellery that looks like it costs more than what I earn in a year.

It’s clear that this isn’t just any event; it’s a gathering of the elite, and the pressure of perfection suddenly weighs heavier than ever.

A waitress scurries past me, and I catch snippets of conversation as she whisks away the appetisers.

‘That was exquisite,’ one of the guests, a woman in a midnight blue gown, remarks. There’s an unmistakable hint of awe in her voice. ‘If that was just the beginning, I can’t wait to see what else they’ve got in store for us.’

Pride blooms in my chest.

Another voice – a man – chimes in. ‘We’ve been assured that it’s all locally sourced ingredients, you know? Isn’t that incredible?’

‘Simply amazing.’ The woman nods before taking a sip from her champagne. ‘Do you know if we’re expecting Hoxton tonight, by the way?’

The man frowns. ‘I don’t believe we received an RSVP, but you know how—’

‘We need those scallops ready in about five minutes,’ Jamie hollers suddenly.

‘On it!’ I call back, pulling myself back into the rhythm of the kitchen. I move quickly, plating the pan-seared scallops with almost surgical precision, and sprinkle the finishing touches – a drizzle of champagne butter sauce and a healthy green garnish – before sending them out with a flourish.

The rest of the evening passes in a blur of hurriedly plating dishes, barked orders, slight tweaks to the menu – ‘Could I have the pheasant with the potatoes?’ – and stolen snatches of conversation from our guests. Every time the wait staff file in and out of the kitchen, I strain to hear as much as I can from the dining room.

Praise floods in every time the doors swing open, and the pride blooming in my chest has spread out to encompass every inch of my body. By the time dessert swings around, I’m fairly certain I have a constant glow from the endless stream of compliments being thrown my way.

‘Noelle!’ Gareth barks my name as he comes striding through the doors. As the doors swing open, I hear a flurry of gasps and cheers from the guests, followed by a loud:

‘Alexander! What a surpr—’


The door swings shut and all I can hear are the noises from the kitchen again.

‘They’re asking for you,’ Gareth says.

I freeze on the spot, suddenly aware of every speck of flour, every dollop of gravy, every splotch of mashed potato, splattered across my chef whites. ‘Excuse me?’

Will and Jamie both sidle up beside me with identical looks of confusion. ‘Why her?’

‘They’re asking for the chef behind tonight’s menu.’

‘It was a team effort,’ Will starts, but Gareth rolls his eyes.

‘I don’t have time for this. Noelle, tidy yourself up as much as you can, and then we’ll introduce you as we present the dessert. You’ve got five minutes.’

As he disappears back into the dining room, I get another snippet of conversation from our guests before the doors swing shut:

‘… shame you missed most of the meal but try some of the lamb. Here. It’s to die for, and I’m not exaggerating.’

‘I don’t—’

‘Oh come on, Hoxton. Where’s your Christmas spirit?’

Once Gareth is gone, both Will and Jamie turn to glare at me, but for the first time in longer than I can remember, I don’t feel the need to argue with them. Instead, I fix a smug smile onto my face, lift both middle fingers high in the air and turn towards the bathroom.




I don’t manage to get the gravy stains out of my whites entirely, but I must do a decent-enough job because Gareth doesn’t immediately send me back to the kitchen to swap me with Will or Jamie. Instead, he just gives me a mildly disapproving once-over, nods reluctantly, and then gestures for me to follow him out into the dining area along with the wait staff carrying plates of Christmas pudding.

As soon as I step out into the room, the table erupts into over-the-top, slightly drunken – I’m assuming – applause and cheers from everyone. Well, almost everyone. There’s a man sitting at the furthest end of the table, in the chair closest to the exit, with a sour look on his face. He’s glaring determinedly at his plate, as if it’s personally wronged him somehow, and doesn’t so much as flinch as the rest of the table devolves into raucous applause.

‘There she is!’ a man at the head of the table says, grinning broadly. ‘The mastermind behind tonight’s menu.’

I feel my cheeks start to warm as I approach the table. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed it.’

‘Enjoyed is an understatement, my dear,’ says a woman with a lofty kind of accent. ‘This was truly divine. Even Alexander managed a smile eating his plate.’

Everyone laughs and several heads swivel towards the man at the furthest end of the table. He looks up just as I glance in his direction, and my heart skips a beat.

This man, this Alexander, might just be the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in my life.

Warm, tanned skin; short, dark hair with a subtle hint of curls; an impossibly chiselled jawline and a sprinkle of a beard that somehow manages to straddle the line between scruffy and groomed in an effortless kind of way.

Damn.

I think I go a little weak at the knees.

His dark eyes settle on me for a long moment and then he glances away, back to glaring at his plate like it’s the source of all wrongs in the universe.

‘And what was your name again?’ one of the guests asks, dragging my attention away from Alexander.

‘Noelle,’ I say. ‘Noelle Jones.’

This guest tips their champagne flute towards me and everyone around the table, bar Alexander, quickly follows suit. ‘Now, why do I feel like this isn’t going to be the last time I hear your name?’

‘She’ll have her own restaurant by this time next year,’ someone chimes in.

I laugh awkwardly and try to squash down the sudden and strange feeling of failure that starts to well up inside me. ‘Maybe not by next year, but yes, I suppose that’s the dream.’

Gareth claps his hands suddenly, apparently eager to move on from any conversation about me leaving The Avalon anytime soon. ‘Shall we move on to dessert?’

The guests all cheer and coo as the wait staff start setting down the puddings, flambéing them one by one. I try to focus on the warm, golden flames dancing around the table and the look of pure joy on the guests’ faces, but something snatches my attention away.

Out of the corner of my eye, I swear I see Alexander lift his head to shoot me a curious glance, but when I look back in his direction, he’s back to glaring at his plate again.




FROM: rreynolds@hoxtech.com

TO: noelle.jones@gmail.com

DATE: 25 December 05.45am

SUBJECT: Business query

Dear Noelle,

I hope this email finds you well.

My name is Roland Reynolds and I’m sending this email on behalf of Alexander Hoxton, CEO and founder of HoxTech. He recently attended a meal you prepared and was thoroughly impressed with the quality of your work.

We would like to enquire as to whether you have any experience working as a personal chef, or if this is something you might be interested in looking into? Mr Hoxton is greatly interested in hiring your services and would like to discuss the matter further with you at a time of your convenience.

Please let me know your availability, and I hope you are enjoying your Christmas.

Kind regards,

Roland Reynolds

Executive Assistant
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CHAPTER ONE Noelle

December 21st, Two Years Later

‘But it’s Christmas!’ Eve’s whine comes through my phone speakers with perfect clarity. I don’t need to glance at the screen to know she’s giving me her best pout right now.

‘It’s December 21st,’ I deadpan.

‘You know what I mean.’

I let my concentration slide away from the road ahead just long enough to confirm that, yes, my twin sister is holding her phone camera to her face, batting her long lashes and giving me puppy dog eyes that would put a cocker spaniel to shame. It’s the kind of look that makes people melt like butter in the palm of her hand, and Eve has never had any trouble getting exactly what she wants.

From everyone except me.

‘I’ll be there tomorrow,’ I remind her. ‘Pretty sure you can survive without me for one day.’

Eve huffs out a frustrated breath. ‘Fine. But when you get here and Mum and Aunt Valerie are at each other’s throats, I will be accepting no blame whatsoever.’

‘You’re not completely alone,’ I point out. ‘Nathan can help.’

‘It’s not the same,’ Eve says with a dismissive eye-roll. ‘He’s still new to all of this, and he doesn’t get it the way we do.’

She’s got a point there. Our annual Christmas family reunion at my grandmother’s home is quite possibly my favourite time of the year, but even I don’t mind admitting that it can be a fraught affair. My family is full of big personalities and trying to keep the peace long enough for the Christmas spirit to settle in, and for everyone – namely, our mother and her older sister – to forget their many, many issues with each other is a tough job. Eve and I have been playing referee to their relationship each Christmas for as long as I can remember and that kind of dynamic just isn’t something you want to throw at a newcomer.

‘They never get really bad until day three, anyway,’ I say, trying to ease some of the guilt I’m suddenly feeling. ‘You’ll be fine.’

‘Or,’ Eve says with a pointed wiggle of her brows. ‘You could just ask your sexy boss to give you some time off. Appeal to his inner Christmas spirit or something.’

I bite back a snort of laughter and force a neutral facial expression. ‘He’s not my boss. He’s a client. And stop calling him that.’

‘That’s how you described him to me!’

That’s true.

Two years ago, when I first started working for Alexander Hoxton, his looks were just about the only thing I could think about and I’m woman enough to admit that I once allowed myself the occasional fleeting fantasy of something more.

Because Alexander Hoxton is the kind of man women daydream about. He’s the person you conjure up as the placeholder in your mind when you’re reading a romance novel or spending some quality time with your favourite toy late at night. The type of guy who looks like he’s just stepped right off the pages of Vogue and straight into your life.

Then he opens his mouth and the daydream is shattered.

To start with, he was late for our interview. 10am sharp, his assistant had made sure to include at the bottom of my confirmation email. Hoxton values punctuality.

You’d think a person who values punctuality wouldn’t leave an interviewee sitting on one of the uncomfortable plastic seats in his grey and sterile office lobby for forty-five minutes.

And yet.

Instead of apologising when he finally deigned to saunter in and summon me into his office, looking like he’d just strolled off a runway, he simply dropped into his chair and fixed me with a distant and unimpressed look in lieu of a proper greeting.

The urge to remind him that he was one who was interested in my services, and I hadn’t come crawling to him, was overwhelming. It was like he’d forgotten all about his meal at The Avalon and thought I was some random person who’d managed to con her way into his office somehow. It was jarring to say the least.

But I smiled brightly, stuck my hand out to remind him that at least one of us was a professional, and tried to get us back on the right track. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr Hoxton. I hope you had a lovely Christmas break.’

I still haven’t decided whether it was the manic smile on my face or the fact that I’d leaned over his desk, inching into his personal space to shove my hand out directly in front of him, but his façade cracked just a tiny bit then. He looked genuinely startled for a moment before his features smoothed out again into that mask of carefully constructed disinterest, and he gingerly shook my hand.

‘Ms Jones,’ he said with a sharp nod before he dropped my hand.

I remember waiting awkwardly to see if he’d elaborate – perhaps ask about how my Christmas was – but only silence followed.

The rest of the interview went well enough. I took him through my sample menus, dutifully reeled off my culinary résumé, and then sat back and waited for him to do his part and ask me some questions. But only one question came, eventually.

‘Ms Jones, I’m a busy man.’

I remember biting the inside of my cheek to stop a laugh from slipping out. I’m a busy man. No shit, Sherlock.

‘I don’t have time for culinary… theatrics or pretentious menus.’ He waved a dismissive hand over the sample menus I’d laid out in front of him and I swear a small part of me nearly shrivelled up and died.

Culinary theatrics.

Pretentious menus.

Ouch.

‘Your meal last Christ—’ He grimaced as if tasting something vile on the tip of his tongue, and then shook his head. ‘Your meal last year showcased your talents well, but I really don’t need that every day. I just want someone who can whip up something that’s nutritious, tastes good, and isn’t going to make extra work for me every day. Bonus points if you can tidy up after yourself and know what discretion means.’ For the first time since I’d walked into his sterile office, he met my gaze with something other than thinly veiled boredom with a dash of contempt, and asked, ‘Can you do that, or should I continue to look elsewhere?’

I should’ve laughed in his face.

Should’ve jumped straight out of my seat and stormed right out of there. Because who the hell talks to someone like that without expecting an immediate fist in the face? Alexander Hoxton, that’s who.

But I knew in my heart of hearts that I couldn’t return to The Avalon after an opportunity like this. I couldn’t get a job at any restaurant after this. As much as I still hate to admit it to this day, getting that email from Hoxton’s assistant on Christmas Day was the best gift anyone could have ever given me. For the first time since I allowed myself to dream of a culinary career, I felt like I had an actual plan that would allow me to get to my end goal: a restaurant of my own. I’d never be able to save up enough working for someone else but, as a personal chef, I could make my own hours, charge my own rates and specifically seek out the ridiculously rich as clients. I’d be doing something I love and finally, finally, be earning what I deserve for it.

And it all started with him.

That’s why, two years on from quite possibly the worst interview I’ve ever had, with a roster of other clients to cater for, Alexander Hoxton is still one of them.

His only redeeming quality – aside from being a literal Adonis – is the fact that he only really communicates via email, and even those are a rarity. I’ve taken to leaving sticky notes around his kitchen if I need to ask something of him and, since the day he hired me, I don’t think we’ve shared more than ten actual words between us.

It’s a strange working dynamic for sure, but it works for us and I’d like to keep it that way. Eve, as the main recipient of all my Hoxton-related complaints, knows this just as well as I do, so I can’t exactly blame her for being confused as to why I’ve chosen him over driving to Nan’s house together like we’d planned.

‘First off, I’d be surprised if Hoxton even knows the meaning of Christmas spirit,’ I say, glancing away from the phone screen as I turn down a familiar side road. The large houses on either side of the street are decked out in glittering lights and artful decorations that send a warm jolt of Christmas joy shooting through me.

You just don’t get this kind of festive fun in the city where we’re all crammed into dull, grey tower blocks and nobody wants to make eye contact with their neighbours. The houses out here, in Hoxton’s rich Surrey suburb, are like something out of a film. Almost every home is covered in twinkling lights and more than a handful have doused their sprawling front lawns in fake snow.

‘And secondly,’ I continue, a wry smile playing on my lips as I crawl past an elegant reindeer sculpture outside a particularly grand house, ‘you remember how much he’s paying me for tonight, don’t you?’

‘Money isn’t everything, Noelle,’ Eve says loftily, but I can hear the grin in her voice.

I suppose that’s one more good thing about Hoxton: he pays ridiculously well. So well, I thought there had been a mistake the first time he paid one of my invoices and added a tip so large, I was convinced my bank would shut down my account on suspicion of fraud. I still haven’t quite managed to shake that fear every time he pays me.

The tech company Hoxton founded, almost a decade ago, has a reputation for paying some of the highest salaries in the field and it seems that this admittedly admirable generosity filters down to his other expenditures too.

He’s never had a problem with my fee. Has never tried to arbitrarily haggle it down a few hundred pounds like some of the other clients I’ve amassed over the last two years. And he always throws a good tip my way – though this, I suspect, is less from genuine satisfaction with my work or delight with me as human being, given that we never speak, and more just a habit he’s picked up over the years for all his auxiliary staff. Either way, I can’t complain. As much as Hoxton irritates me, I’ll take his well-paying, moody ass over the clients who smile in my face when I’m in their homes but are always late paying my invoices.

‘Money isn’t everything,’ I concede, ‘but if you want me to come on your hen party trip to Cancun next year, I need to take this job.’

Eve giggles with familiar wedding-related excitement. From the corner of my eye, I watch as she holds her hand in front of her and admires the rock Nathan proposed to her with six months ago. It’s so big, the glare from it is almost blinding. ‘You’re right. Get the bag, girl. We’ve got first-class flights to pay for!’

My laughter mixes in with hers. In typical Eve fashion, she and Nathan are going all out for their wedding and, as the maid of honour, I’ve got to be there every step of the way. Not that I’m complaining. I’m exactly three minutes and forty-two seconds older than Eve, and I take my ‘big sister’ role seriously. If there’s anything I can do to put a smile on her face, I’ll do it. And besides, you’ll never catch me complaining about a trip to Cancun, of all places.

It does, however, mean that I’ve had to pack out my business calendar with bookings recently in order to pay for all the festivities. Celebratory drinks. Multiple dress fittings. A bridal shower and a seven-day hen party in Cancun that I’ve been tasked with planning… It all adds up and I’m determined not to dip into my ‘start my own restaurant’ savings to make it happen. That’s why accepting Hoxton’s last-minute request for tonight was a no-brainer.

Half a day of work, doing what I love to do, and my first-class return flight to Cancun will be almost entirely paid for.

I don’t often give Hoxton praise, but today I find myself grateful to him.

Just a teeny bit.

‘Oh shit,’ Eve breathes.

I briefly glance away from the road and at my phone screen, but Eve isn’t looking at me. Something off camera has caught her attention and she’s got a serene, almost childlike smile on her face. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s snowing.’ She tilts her camera towards her window and I get a brief glimpse of bright white snow falling from the sky. ‘I hope it settles. We haven’t had proper snow for Christmas in years.’

‘No snow over here,’ I say. It’s definitely cold enough, but the sky is still a clear, icy blue.

‘It’ll come,’ Eve says with an assured nod. ‘I think I heard something on the news about a storm today.’

‘As long as it’s not too heavy. I still have to drive up to Nan’s tomorrow.’ I turn down yet another familiar street, and all the houses here are also decked out in Christmas cheer.

Except one.

Alexander Hoxton’s home sits right at the far end of his swanky cul-de-sac without so much as a single fairy light wrapped around the black metal gates that cordon off his home from the rest of the world. ‘What were we saying about Christmas spirit?’ I mutter as the gates open after automatically recognising my licence plate, and I let my car crawl into his sprawling driveway.

Roland, Hoxton’s assistant, is already striding out of the front door as I park up. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as efficient as Roland. It makes working for Hoxton that much easier, knowing I can go through Roland for most things and avoid his prickly boss.

‘Gotta go,’ I say to Eve, giving her a quick wave before I cut the call and fix a friendly and genuine smile onto my face. I like Roland. He’s exceptionally good at his job and we seem to have developed an unspoken understanding when it comes to Hoxton.

‘Noelle!’ he says cheerfully. He’s dressed smartly in his usual work attire, but there’s an extra addition to it today – a festive tie. There’s a cheerful Rudolph drawing painted across the front of it and, every few seconds, his red nose lights up and flashes. Roland catches my gaze lingering on the tie, and his smile curves into something a little more reminiscent of a smirk. ‘I’m glad someone appreciates my attempt at injecting some festive cheer into this place.’

Translation? Hoxton’s not a fan of the tie.

Surprise, surprise.

‘I love it,’ I say with a wink before grabbing my bag from the passenger seat and following him into the house. ‘You should add it to your regular wardrobe.’

Roland huffs out a quiet laugh. ‘And be on the hook for causing an aneurysm? I don’t think so.’

The inside of Hoxton’s house should be impressive. It’s a sprawling mansion with acres on either side of it, providing an apparently much-needed distance from his neighbours. It could probably fit my tiny flat inside it several times over, but I’ve been here so many times that the awe factor is lost on me. Today, however, it just feels bleak.

It’s all sharp angles and hard edges with dark, oaky walls and not a trace of Christmas cheer. It was like this last year too, so I hadn’t been expecting much of an improvement today but…

‘Did I misread the email?’ I ask, still following Roland through the winding halls. Roland guides me every time I come here. I’m pretty sure Hoxton makes him do it; not out of concern that I’ll get lost but to keep his privacy intact, as if he’s afraid I might go snooping and uncover some sordid secret or other. ‘Is he still hosting a Christmas meal tonight?’

I wouldn’t be surprised if I did misread it. Once thing I’ve learned since working for him is that Alexander Hoxton and Christmas are two things that don’t go together. Lack of Christmas décor aside, on my first Christmas working for Hoxton, I’d expected him to request a flurry of seasonally appropriate meals for me to prepare to tide him over for the holiday season, just like my other clients had. I was prepared to make festive sausage rolls, turkey-stuffed sandwiches, honey-roasted vegetables and desserts soaked in cinnamon, but Hoxton rejected every single idea in one brief email.


FROM: hoxton@hoxtech.com

TO: noelle.jones@gmail.com

SUBJECT: RE: Christmas recipe ideas!

No to all below suggestions. No need for ‘Christmas’ theme. Your standard meals will be fine.



Roland hums in acknowledgment. ‘That’s right. It was a last-minute decision and, truth be told, it came out of nowhere. Terrible timing, if I’m being honest,’ Roland murmurs, cutting his eyes ever so slightly. ‘It’s not like I’m about to head off on a twenty-hour flight to Australia to spend Christmas with my boyfriend’s family for the first time, or anything like that.’

I glance sideways and raise a brow. Roland immediately offers me a sheepish grin.

‘Sorry, like I said. This came out of nowhere and I’m already ridiculously stressed.’ He pulls at the sleeve of his blazer. ‘He could’ve at least given us more than forty-eight hours’ notice.’

I nod in sympathetic solidarity. Roland is usually so calm and composed but, now that I’m really looking at him, I suppose he does look a little frazzled.

‘I hope my shopping list didn’t give you too much grief,’ I say.

Roland waves an airy hand. ‘You were the least of my problems, trust me on that. Getting the rest of the Board to agree to attend on such short notice…’ Roland trails off and exhales a deep, long-suffering sigh.

I don’t typically make it my business to poke into the affairs of my clients, but there’s something behind Roland’s sigh that has my curiosity piqued. ‘They don’t get along?’

Roland hesitates. ‘For the most part,’ he says carefully before pursing his lips into a thin line. ‘But that’s neither here nor there. Let’s focus on the now. On this dinner.’

I frown as we walk past the dining room. Like the rest of the house, there’s not so much as a single candle on the large wooden table in the centre of the room. ‘It’s really not very Christmassy in here though, is it? Is he sending someone to come in and decorate?’

He’s cutting it very fine if he is.

Roland pulls a face. ‘I did suggest it, but he insisted that you’d be more than enough.’

A twisted jolt of pride shoots through me. I think that’s the closest I’ve ever got to receiving genuine praise from Hoxton, even if it was second-hand.

‘Still,’ I continue. ‘It’s not just about the food, you know? It’s in the atmosphere. Where are the party hats and the Christmas crackers?’ I poke my head into the living room as we pass it. ‘Does he even have a tree?’

Roland barks out a laugh, presumably at the thought of Hoxton wearing a party hat, and then quickly tries to muffle it. ‘I offered to run out and get him one this morning, and he acted like I’d threatened to set the whole place on fire.’

We come to a halt outside the kitchen door – my office for the evening – and Roland fixes me with an apologetic grimace. ‘Listen, Noelle. The holidays aren’t always a great time when it comes to Alex.’

As far as I can tell, there’s never a good time when it comes to Hoxton, but I keep those thoughts to myself. Roland and I have a decent-enough relationship, but it’s obvious he feels a kind of protectiveness over Hoxton. He’s been his assistant for close to a decade now and while Roland has no problem rolling his eyes or laughing with me at some of Hoxton’s more irritating habits, I have no doubt where his loyalties truly lie.

‘Just do what you do best and then head home and enjoy the holidays. Don’t let him get you down.’

‘That was always the plan,’ I say with an easy grin. Get in. Make some money. Get out. Simple.

Roland surveys me for a few long seconds. I get the distinct impression that there’s something else on the tip of his tongue, but then he shakes his head and throws open the kitchen door.

If there’s one thing I truly love about Hoxton’s otherwise sterile home, it’s his kitchen. It’s the only room in the whole place that feels like it has any character to it. There’s a large skylight that bathes the room in natural light, and the walls are covered in rustic bricking that makes the entire room feel warm and cosy, despite the soft layer of fluffy white snow blanketing the skylight right now.

The centrepiece, though, is the cream Aga oven that sits against one of the walls, emanating a constant, gentle warmth that I felt in my very bones as soon as I stepped over the threshold of the house.

There’s a spacious wooden farm table in the middle of the kitchen and, to my dismay, Hoxton is currently sitting at it, tapping away on his laptop. He’s dressed as he usually is on the rare occasions I do see him, in a crisp white shirt, tailored trousers, and a pair of comfortable-looking slippers. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hoxton wear anything that couldn’t be described as business-ready, like he’s always anticipating jumping into a meeting. Eve once joked that he probably wears a three-piece suit to bed.

He looks up as I enter the room, his dark eyes appraising me with cool detachment. His hair is styled to perfection and his jawline, tight as his gaze roves over me, could cut steel. ‘Ms Jones,’ he says, his voice deep and wholly disinterested.

That’s the only acknowledgment I get from him. He doesn’t wait for me to return the greeting before his attention is back on his screen and he’s furiously tapping away.

‘Mr Hoxton,’ I say anyway, my voice just as cool as his.

Roland clears his throat. ‘Noelle, all the ingredients you ordered are packed away. I’m leaving in an hour but let me know if you need anything else before then and I’ll run out and get it for you.’

It takes
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